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FROM THE SLEEPER CUTTING EXHIBITION
April 2018
With almost 2,000 people attending, the WORKING IN WOOD Exhibition held recently in Orbost was very
successful. The exhibition had two parts: Sleeper Cutting and Chainsaws. These worked really well together,
both inspiring lots of interest. The Sleeper Cutting section (which the Orbost Historical Society researched and
curated), was also remarkable for what emerged. Here are a few examples.

“BARBAROSSA” TOMATOES

This was surely one of the most unusual items on display — a real
tomato and a bottle of sauce. These, along with wine flagons were
emblematic of the many Italians who came to this area after World War
II and worked in the timber industry, many of them in sleeper cutting.
Other European men also came here (eg Polish, Dutch, Yugoslav,
German), but the Italians were the most prominent in sleeper cutting.
This tomato was from Mina Giove’s garden and is grown from
seed which came to Australia from Italy, possibly in the 1950s, and was
given to her by Gurino Barbarossa
(photo at right). Gurino was one of
the Italian men who came to
Australia as a Prisoner of War
(possibly at the Bete Bolong camp),
was sent home to Italy after the
War ended, then migrated out to
Australia. He lived and worked in
the timber industry at Waygara and Newmerella.
Mina also supplied the wine flagons which she and Erasmo used in
wine making, and also one of her bottles of tomato sauce which she makes from “Barbarossa” tomatoes each
year.
Some excellent photos of the post-war Italian community in Orbost emerged and brought back memories to
those who still live here. A frequent comment during the Exhibition was that Orbost was a much more multicultural society during the post-war times than it appears to be to-day. Photographs from the Exhibition and
copies of display posters can be viewed by contacting the Orbost & District Historical Society.
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THE REMARKABLE STORY OF IRENE KING

In the process of research, a small book by Robert B Whiter
emerged, “When the chips are down” Sleeper cutting in Australia,
published 2017 and available through the Eden Killer Whale
Museum. In it is the story of Orbost woman Irene King (nee
Vickers). Her life was typical of many in this industry who lived
lives of hard work and struggle.
Irene Vickers was born in 1905, daughter of Enos and
Maud Vickers of Orbost (Newmerella/Waygara). As a young girl,
she helped her sleeper-cutter father in the bush, becoming
proficient in billeting, hewing with a broad axe, and snigging with
horses.
In 1923, she married Alf King, a World War I veteran who
had been severely gassed. They had three sons and for some time
had the mail contract between Nowa Nowa and Wairewa. In 1936,
the family moved to the Eden district where they worked on a
farm, then in sleeper cutting and charcoal burning.
With her husband’s increasing incapacity, Irene took over
the responsibility of earning a living, helped by her three sons.
To Robert Whiter’s knowledge, Irene was the only woman
in NSW to hold a sleeper cutter’s licence. She “worked in the bush like a man” in the days before chainsaws and
swing saws were invented. A truly remarkable woman.
She was strong in mind and body. Her son Ernie (interviewed by Mr Whiter in Sale in 1996) says this
about his mother. “She’d be up about daylight, get the breakfast for the family, milk the cows, feed the chooks,
and all THAT before she could even go to work. And then, when she came home, she’s have to get tea (evening
meal) and do the cleaning and whatever. Then she would be up till 10 or 11 at night, out at daylight again in the
morning. Mum always had a beautiful vegetable garden and on top of that she used to plough the two acre
paddock using an old mouldboard plough to plant corn or hay for the winter. That was all done by hand, the hay
was cut by hand with an old scythe. We kids and whoever was around would stook the hay so that it could be
carted.”

VIDEOS and much more

In the course of research, including putting out an SOS in the Snowy River Mail and the History of Orbost
Facebook Page, some local video footage emerged. It proved to be just what we wanted, even though most of
it was rough footage from hand-held cameras. It was wonderful that people had the foresight to take these
videos which give us a rare insight into an industry which is now completely gone from this district. Thanks to
all those who helped, particularly Peter Vaughan who did some editing and also had some excellent footage
that he’s shot himself of Bruthen man, Ron Aucote. The compilation of videos ran for over an hour.
The compilation included:
 A video from W A showing the old ways of camping and sleeper cutting — this gave a good introduction.
 Footage from c.1950s Victoria —showing a two-man chain saw in use (we had one of these beasts on
display), tree felling using a crosscut and wedges, snigging, and a splitting gun being used (we had one of
them too).
 1992 — two videos taken just before the industry closed down in the Orbost district — Alf Zuccolo, Carlos
Scussolin, and John Sanna working at their landing on Coulsons Track, also Terry Martin demonstrating the
use of a broad axe. These videos give a comprehensive run-down of all tools and techniques. Also, there
was the extra bonus of seeing Orbost school children and teachers from St Joseph’s school in 1992.
 Laurie Light — a well-known member of a family of sleeper-cutters. This video starts with the sound of a
lyrebird in the bush, then shows Laurie at work with his swingsaw.
 Ron Aucote — in 1999, Bruthen man Ron Aucote was the last man still cutting sleepers. He began working
in the bush sleeper cutting with his father when he was just 13 years old — a truly fantastic record.
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Above is part of page 1 of one of the gems of the Exhibition — a
Victorian Forests DEPOSITS REGISTER for the Orbost
district. This Register records the names and amount paid by
workers in the Orbost district. The men paying £1 were almost
certainly sleeper cutters since this was the yearly licence fee for
cutting on Crown Land and Forests until the late 1950s. The last entry in this book is 1977.
At the Exhibition, we established a list of sleeper cutters which had been researched by John Phillips
and others, and encouraged people to add names that they knew of. This list, along with evidence from the
REGISTER shows just how many men worked in the industry here. Anyone wishing to view the Sleeper

Cutters List or the Deposits Register is asked to contact the Historical Society.
3

CAMPING ROUGH

A shelter of bags and saplings, a bike for transport, various axes including a broad axe, a tucker bag hanging up,
a campfire, and two men in working clothes — this photograph of George Brooks and William Stevens is not
only remarkable in that it exists, but also because it shows the humble, rough and isolated life of sleeper
cutters who camped in the bush while the BairnsdaleOrbost railway line was being built from 1912-1916.
Men like George and William not only cut
sleepers but also hewed the timbers used to build the
many massive timber bridges across gullies and rivers
which are a feature of the Orbost line.
A report by Maurice Kernot, the Chief Engineer of
Construction, said that all sleepers (9ft x 9ins x 4.5ins)
were cut from local timber, and that White and Yellow
Stringybark was used for piles and beams, except that the
beams in the Orbost bridges were made from Southern
Mahogany.
ABOVE: George Brooks and William Stevens, 1912-16.
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PEOPLE in focus
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Although there were hundreds who had worked
in the industry from 1912-1992, there were not
that many who were still able to be interviewed.
Their stories made a major contribution to the
Exhibition.
1.Alan and Cynthia Donchi 2.John and Therese
Sanna 3.Clarrie Stevens (died 2016) 4.Ray Hines
5.Mack and Patti Donchi 6.Peter and Bruna
DeNicolo 7.Laurie Light 8.Mina Giove (wife of
Erasmo Giove).

Note: Posters (A3 size) of the displays designed for these special people are available on order from the
Orbost & District Historical Society. Phone 03 5154 2474.
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